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Press Release

Leadership Training 2025 for Church Leaders in Zanzibar
Interfaith Dialogue from the Perspective of the Christian Minority

(Bububu/Wuppertal, September 26, 2025) Thirteen senior representatives of member
churches from Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Germany, Indonesia, Rwanda, Sri
Lanka and South Africa are participating in the six-day Leadership Training 2025 of the United
Evangelical Mission (UEM) in Zanzibar (Tanzania) until September 26. This year, the interna-
tional encounter program for church and diaconic leaders is dedicated to interreligious dia-
logue on the East African island, which is characterized by diverse cultural influences and a
conservative Muslim majority society.

Meeting with an expert on Islam

In an exchange with Imam Prof. Issa Ziddy, an expert on Islam and multiple participant in UEM
interfaith programs and conferences, the participants gained insights into the religious history
of Zanzibar. In his assessment, interfaith cooperation is particularly successful on a practical
level, while theological dialogue has so far played hardly any role.

Interfaith initiatives

Pastor Lusungu Mbilinyi presented two interfaith initiatives of the Eastern Coastal Diocese of
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania in Stone Town, the center of Zanzibar, which is
a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Since 2005, the UPENDO (“love” in Kiswahili) project has been giving Muslim and Christian
women the opportunity to be trained as seamstresses. Around 1,000 mostly young women
have already taken advantage of this offer. The garments produced are sold in the organiza-
tion's own shop in the souk. UPENDO is also a popular placement for young volunteers from
UEM.

The Zanzibar Interfaith Centre is located in the same building. Established in 2009, the centre
promotes interfaith understanding and conflict resolution. Mixed-faith soccer teams, which ad-
dress the topic of dialogue in sporting competitions, have proven particularly successful.

Another example of active interfaith cooperation is the non-governmental organization Zacca.
It is primarily committed to climate and environmental protection and brings together repre-
sentatives of all faith communities to slow down the ongoing deforestation in Zanzibar. Zacca's
activities also include disaster relief, research, and educational work.
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The dark chapter of the slave trade

Shortly after the official abolition of slavery in 1873, Anglican missionaries built a cathedral on
the site of the slave market. To this day, the church remains a memorial to the suffering of
countless enslaved people and a symbol of resistance. In the neighboring National Museum, a
powerful exhibition shows Zanzibar's dark past as a center of the slave trade. Together with
the Anglican pastor in charge, the participants explored the causes and consequences of this
trade and what it means for a society when human beings are robbed of their dignity and de-
graded to commodities.

Church leaders in dialogue with the Deputy Mufti of Zanzibar

A highlight of the program was the meeting between church leaders and the Deputy Mufti of
Zanzibar, Sheikh Mahmoud Mussa Wadi, and other religious leaders in the office of Mulfti
Mkuu. During the discussion, the responsibilities of Muslim dignitaries were presented, and
theological questions and practical aspects of cooperation were addressed. The Muslim cler-
ics emphasized the importance of interfaith dialogue for Zanzibar, especially in social issues
and for maintaining social peace. From this visit the UEM delegation took away one important
insight: successful interfaith dialogue requires mutual respect and tolerance.

Exchange on contextual challenges

An essential part of the international encounter program, led by Rev. Félicité Ngnintedem,
head of the Global Programs Division and member of the UEM Board, is the exchange on
church-related challenges in different contexts. The platform addressed issues such as declin-
ing membership and increasing secularization in Germany as well as misleading religious
teachings and false prophecies, and the rise of religious extremism in African and Asian socie-
ties. Moreover, several participating church representatives draw on their own experiences of
living as a Christian minority in their respective contexts.

“We learned from one another about the strengths and challenges of each UEM member
church, and how each seeks to use the resources at its disposal to address these challenges.
We learned to draw on the values of our faith and religion to build bridges of hope towards oth-
ers, rather than walls of stereotypes that separate us. There can be no peace between nations
without peace between religions,” says Pastor Dr Jonathan Kavusa Kivatsi, President of the
Baptist Church CBCA in Eastern DRC, who takes part in the UEM Leadership Training 2025.
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About ,,UEM*

The United Evangelical Mission (UEM) with offices in Germany, Indonesia and Tanzania is an
international, equal communion of 39 members, including 32 Protestant churches in Africa and
Asia as well as six Protestant churches and the v. Bodelschwingh Foundation Bethel in Ger-
many. The UEM consistently pursues a holistic understanding of mission. This includes im-
proving the living conditions of suffering and disadvantaged people while respecting their per-
sonal dignity and taking their cultural context into account.
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